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had recently purchased from Denmark, were menaced
by an attack from Sweden, who claimed them. George
was naturally anxious to use his British forces, naval
and military, in defence of his German territories. The
Whig Ministry was acutely divided upon the question
whether he should be allowed to do so or not. On the
one hand, the traditional Whig policy, as determined
by William III. and pursued by Maryborough, was one
of active intervention in European affairs, and the con-
tinuance of this traditional policy was warmly advo-
cated by Stanhope and Sunderland. On the other hand,
Townshend and Walpole perceived that the most vital
of Hanoverian (and therefore Whig) interests in
Britain was the maintenance of peace. They therefore
steadily set their faces against any participation in any
Continental conflicts. This apparent abandonment of
Whig for Tory principles not only deeply offended
George I., but also alienated many of their own sup
porters. The result was that in 1717 Townshend was
dismissed, that Walpole resigned, and that both were
out of office for four years.

The four years (1717-1721) which saw Townshend
and Walpole in opposition were for them by no means
years of inactivity. On the one hand, they vigorously
criticised the ineffective and highly expensive foreign
policy of Stanhope and Sunderland, gradually weaning
the Whigs from their predilection for war. On the
other hand, they led a successful resistance to some of
the major domestic proposals of the Ministers. In par-
ticular, Walpole, almost unaided, secured the rejection
of Stanhope's Peerage Bill (1719), the purpose of which
had been to restrict the royal power of creating new
peers, by fixing the maximum number of temporal
lords at 184. Walpole perceived that this apparent
limitation of the royal prerogative was in reality the
establishment of the House of Lords in permanent
ascendancy over the House of Commons; for in case of
conflict between the houses the ultimate and decisive
weapon of the Commons is precisely the power to con-